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past few years there have been promising results with
drugs such as fenbendazole, which are used as worming
treatments in other species.
Although the parasite may be killed by drugs such as
fenbendazole, the rabbit may not actually get any
better. This is because the brain or kidney inflammation
associated with the parasite may have already caused
irreversible damage.
Because E. cuniculi infection is so common, and
treatment often difficult , some vets feel that there may
be a case for treating all rabbits just in case they are
infected. Others argue that such a small percentage of
infected rabbits go on to develop problems, that there is
no need to treat unless problems actually show up, even
if they are known to have been exposed to E cuniculi. Be
guided by your rabbit-friendly vet, but appreciate that
the whole issue is fraught with controversy and opinions
are changing rapidly.
It should be noted they are available for rabbits under
the Small Animal Exemption Scheme, which avoids the
need for full licensing.

Can humans catch E. cuniculi?
Only if you are severely immunocompromised. People
with normal immune systems don't need to worry. If you
have a medical condition leading to severe
immunocompromise, it might be worth having your
bunny’s blood and urine tested and having him treated if
he tests positive. Consider asking your doctor to talk to
your vet to discuss your particular situation.

This leaflet is brought to you
by the Rabbit Welfare Fund the charitable wing of the
Rabbit Welfare Association.
(RWA/F).
If you love rabbits, please
consider supporting the
Rabbit Welfare Association and
Fund. You can make a donation, or
you may like to join the RWA/F. As well as
fund-raising activities, most RWA/F members kindly make
a small donation to the RWA/F in addition to their annual
RWA/F membership fee. RWA/F members receive
a fabulous quarterly magazine packed with health,
behaviour and care advice to help you to build a
wonderful relationship with your bunny - whether
she/he lives indoors or out.
To contact the Rabbit Welfare Association and Fund:
Ring the RWA/F National Helpline on 0870 046 5249
Write to us at PO Box 603, Horsham,
West Sussex RH13 SWL.
Log onto our websites
http://www.rabbitwelfare.co.uk
http://www.rabbitwelfarefund.co.uk
Contact the National Helpline to order bulk supplies of
leaflets or send SAE for single copies.
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E. cuniculi is a
parasite responsible
for a whole host of
rabbit health
problems which could
affect your rabbit.
Find out more inside.
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Encephalitizoon cuniculi (E.cuniculi)
Encephalitizoon cuniculi is not a new disease, it has been reported in a number of
different animal species, under several different names, for decades. But it is only in
the past 10 years or so that it has become a hot topic in rabbits. Advances in our
understanding of the disease and its treatment are being made all the time. However,
there are still gaps in our knowledge, and with that comes
controversy about how significant infection is, and
how we should test for and treat it.
How can I prevent my rabbits from
catching E. cuniculi?
There's not much you can do to avoid obtaining a rabbit
with E. cuniculi. If you are determined, you could consider
having any potential new bunny blood tested before
adoption. To reduce the risk further a second sample
taken 2 weeks after the first, should be taken, helping to
show signs of recent infection.
You may also want to think about blood testing all the
rabbits in the group and keeping E. cuniculi negative
rabbits separate from those who test positive.

What is E. cuniculi?
Encephalitizoon cuniculi is a microscopic parasite - a small
protozoan that lives inside the body cells of its host,
typically the brain and kidney.

How do rabbits catch E. cuniculi?
Most rabbits are probably infected before birth via the
placenta, or early in life via contamination of food and
water with spores shed into the environment in the urine
of infected rabbits. The spores are resistant and can
remain in the environment for more than a month.
When a rabbit is first infected, the parasite is absorbed
through the intestines, travelling to other organs, where
they cause lesions called "granulomas". Granulomas and
surrounding inflammation may develop in other parts of
the body, particularly in the brain and kidney.

If you keep rabbits in a colony setting, it's probably
sensible to raise food off the floor, which will reduce the
risk of food becoming contaminated with urine and hence
E. cuniculi spores.
Small studies on wild rabbits in the UK have shown little if
any evidence of infection. At this stage it seems unlikely
that wild rabbits are a significant source of the disease.
However, due to the much greater risks of myxomatosis
and Viral Haemorrhagic Disease, contact between wild
and pet rabbits should be avoided.

What health problems may be
associated with E. cuniculi?
Although the majority of rabbits infected with E. cuniculi
remain well, a small percentage of bunnies are not so lucky.
Kidney granulomas are thought to be largely harmless by
some authorities. However, chronic renal failure with problems
such as increasing thirst and weight loss can be a result.

The lesions in the brain can also cause problems. The range
of possible neurological presentations includes:
convulsions, tremors, head tilt, hind limb weakness, loss of
balance and urinary incontinence.
E. cuniculi can also affect the eyes. If rabbits become
infected before birth, the parasite may localise in the lens
of the eye. Subsequently, cataracts and rupture of the lens,
causing severe inflammation within the eye can cause
problems.

How can E. cuniculi be diagnosed?
Antibodies to E. cuniculi can be detected on a blood test.
Hence, a rabbit that has been infected to E cuniculi will
produce antibodies giving a positive test result. However,
some rabbits appear to clear the infection completely and
over time their blood test will become negative again.
Tests which can actually measure the levels of antibody in
the blood sample help to determine if a rabbit is mounting
an immune response to an active E. cuniculi infection, by
testing two separate samples with an interval between them.
Other tests look at whether or not your rabbit is excreting
spores in urine or faeces. These also require some care
with interpretation. A positive result is fairly
straightforward evidence of active shedding, but does not
mean that your rabbit will always shed the spores. A
negative result cannot be relied upon to indicate that your
rabbit will never shed spores, if it is has the disease.
The biggest problem is that approximately half of all UK
rabbits show evidence on blood tests of exposure to the
disease, and it is not possible to say, at this stage, which of
those rabbits have actual clinical problems as a result of a
positive blood test, or if another disease is the cause.

How can E. cuniculi be treated?
Many rabbits with neurological problems improve gradually
without medication, as the brain finds new pathways
around damaged areas. Historically, treatment has been
based on antibiotics for any bacterial infections present,
anti-inflammatories to reduce the swelling around the
granulomas, and supportive care. Treating rabbits with
drugs to kill off E.cuniculi is a recent development. In the

